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County Agent’s Notes:

June 3, 2002

Local crops have poor beginning…
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
Mississippi State University Extension Service
Every year, farmers begin planting crops about the middle of March. This early and
normally cold time is ideal for planting corn in most years. There are several reasons for this.
Primarily, corn is more tolerant of cold than our other summer crops. Corn seed will germinate
at soil temperatures as low as fifty degrees F, and early emergence allows the crop to avoid
environmental and pest problems.
Corn does not tolerate extreme heat well, and it is not a drought-tolerant crop. Early
planting allows the crop to accomplish much of its development during spring and early summer
before we reach our hottest and driest period. Normally, spring rains continue through this
period, and the crop is able to acquire enough moisture to develop well. High corn yields are
especially dependent on good moisture and cool night temperatures that allow the plant to store
carbohydrates as grain rather than “wasting” them on cooling during dark hours.
This year we have seen two major problems for corn. First, many of our local fields were
attacked by sugar cane beetles which reduced effective stands in some cases by as much as half.
Our farmers try to achieve stands of from 22,000 to 30,000 plants per acre, but some fields now
have only 12,000 to 18,000 plants capable of producing ears. Healthy plants will of course
compensate to some degree by producing more than one ear, but there is little doubt that
potential yields have been significantly reduced.
There are preventive measures for sugar cane beetle and other pests that reduce corn
stands, however they are expensive. Low prices have forced farmers to cut corners, so many
chose to leave off this expense, and have received damage. Cultural practices such as rotation
can help, but damage still occurs. It appears that in the future our farmers will be forced to treat
fields at planting.
Cotton has been especially hard hit by environmental conditions this year. Those farmers
who planted in April were able to get stands established, however fields that were planted during
the time we normally consider as “safe” in early to mid May were subjected to the most extended
period of low temperature in May that I can recall.
Research has shown that cotton seeds that absorb water cooler than 52 degrees F produce
weak plants that may not recover to produce maximum yield. This year, I estimate that
something like half our crop will fall into this category. Cool temperatures that were just above
the levels at which we see frost remained in place for about ten days during the critical period of
emergence for much of the crop. Many of these fields have poor stands now, and in some cases
replanting has been required.
Now that we are getting warmer temperatures, cotton plants are beginning to grow. We
may actually be able to get the crop back on “track”, but when moisture gets low and
temperatures get into the high nineties, many of these plants will suffer because of damaged root
systems. Yields will be reduced as a direct result of weather this year. We can’t estimate what

the loss will be since so many more opportunities for both positive and negative response remain.
With ideal conditions, the crop may yet perform well, but drought, high temperatures, insects,
and other stresses may yet take a toll.
Although soybean acreage is relatively low in this area, this crop has fared well.
Soybeans tolerate low temperatures almost as well as corn, and we have seen few problems with
stand establishment. Soybeans supplied with the basic requirements of soil fertility and weed
control are dependent on rainfall. Insects are not the problem they once were since most farmers
grow early-maturing varieties that are usually finished by the time the worst soybean pests
arrive. Soybean yields should be good if we get rain.
The big question among farmers these days is how the new farm bill will affect them.
Most are optimistic, but USDA has not yet released detailed information. So far, only scraps of
information have emerged, and many of these are based on rumor. Unfortunately, farmers who
need information most will likely be the last to get it; this has been the pattern in the past and
will likely be so again. I would encourage anyone who has farm interests to study this legislation
very carefully in order to be able to respond effectively to both opportunities and problems.

